Introduction
Our analysis arose from the desire to conduct an unprejudiced survey of the status of Italy's neurological output in the three years 1989-1991. The idea was prompted by a paper published recently in Annals of Neurology, by P.E. Jamieson [1] . Jamieson's survey was concerned primarily with the composition of articles both by form (original articles, reviews and so on) and by content (areas of pathology, areas of clinical practice and so on) with a long time-span, which enabled the author to find, first of all, a very large percentage increase in neurological output in the decade 1980-1990. On the wave of the furore over the haphazard approach to academic promotion in Italy and the role of published work in it [2, 3, 4, 5, 6] we set out to clear the ground of ambiguity without indulging in Italocentricity. We therefore decided to begin our analysis by comparing the output of Italy with that of two European countries (France and Germany) engaged in this field of research and then to consider the Italian panorama from within. For our survey we consulted on-line data banks, now an indispensable tool for any in depth study, which has the prestigious merit of marking the start of a burgeoning of literature that had no precedent before these methods were introduced.
Method
The survey was based on Medline, the data bank of the National Library of Bethesda, a source of the highest standing in the field of biomedical literature. Although substantially valid, Medline does have limitations. It covers some 3600 publications in over 70 countries, a very creditable number but far from exhausting the world's medical offerings. Then there is a physiological slowness in the indexing of articles, which sometimes appear on the database several months after publication. This applies particularly to non American journals, which suffer not only from under-representation but also from delay in screening. On the methodological front, the key words used for a research may not be those used by the Bethesda archivists in indexing articles, and this gives rise to inaccuracies and/or ambiguities. Similarly, a survey of scientific work by Italian neurological centers yields different data if con- ducted on a countrywide rather than a city-by-city basis. The first part of our survey was conducted in the following way: we questioned the database with the commands cs (corporate source) = Italy, cs = Germany, cs = France with the instruction cs = neurol? so as to include only neurological centers. The point of adding the question mark was to include every possible word-ending (English neurology, neurologic, French neurologie, neurologique and so on), for it must be remembered that on Medline only titles of articles are translated, not the names of the institutions from which they come. To obtain more meaningful results from the enormous undifferentiated mass of publications pre- We conducted the second part of our study, on the national panorama, on the same strategic lines but confining the search to individual cities, centers of neurological research, questioning the database with cs = neurol? and cs = city name.
Results
The biomedical literature considered, entirely indexed on Medline, yielded the following results for 1989-1991: Italy 904 articles, Germany 428, France 245 (Fig. 1) . Considering the three categories of journals stated under Method, we find that Italy published 174 articles in European journals, Germany 132 and France 46 (Fig. 2) in the three years examined. In the category of American neurological journals Italy led with 81 publications against 61 for Germany and 38 for France. In the category of the high-prestige international medical journals we find Italy with 4 publications, France with 2 and Germany with 1.
The trend of attendance of the three sample countries at the American Academy of Neurology in 1989-1991 is shown in Fig. 3 . In 1989 Italy presented officially 46 papers, in 1990 56 and in 1991 it was present with 56 abstracts to reach 71 in 1992. The corresponding figures for France were 32, 27, 28 and 45 and for Germany 8, 17, 24 and 32. Table I shows the numbers of neurological papers published by Italian neurological research centers grouped by city and by the three levels of journals stated under Method.
Discussion
Despite the limitations of a survey that is not allinclusive, we feel that our analysis supplies a fair Medline is a mine of information and an analysis based on it is more comprehensive than one based on a few authoritative journals (as in the case of Jamieson). Our method of breaking down the dam by level seemed to be the best way of reading the data critically. Thus the large volume of Italian published work indexed on Medline is confirmed even when the items of greatest prestige are considered separately from the total. Admittedly, Italy has a definite tendency to publish a great deal, not all of it based on originality. However, at odds with recent comment playing down the weight of Italian biomedical literature, the upshot of our findings seems to be that in the field of the clinical neurosciences this criticism is not in order.
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